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The BAROMETER is a student weekly newspaper for the exchange of ideas 
and information concerning the development and improvement of the 
professional environment at the Naval Postgraduate School. Items of 
interest, papers, and articles of interest to the students, staff, and 
faculty as a whole are solicited. 
"People tend to rise naturally in an organization to their 
level of incompetence and then remain there because their 
performance warrants no further promotions." "Peter Principle" 
EDITORIAL COMMENT: The proper delegation of authority - as well as responsibility - is 
necessary in every activity. This is a managerial adage that is often used but mostly abused. 
A perceptive discussion of the art and skill of delegation is presented in Dr. James Owens' 
article from the 1974 winter issue of the Armed Forces Comptroller. 
FEATURE: The Paradox of Managerial Delegation 
"Delegation, a managerial function enshrined (rightly) in the literature of management 
theory as essential to any manager, is in practice a devilish paradox for most-including the 
President of the United States. The practice of delegation seems to constitute a 'trap,' an 
inner contradicition and a 'damned if you do and damned if you don't' situation: if you 
don't delegate, you become a hopeless bottleneck, work piled high and late on your desk -
and you violate the very essence of 'managing' which is to get work done through others; if 
you do delegate, proper control over ultimate results and quality of work-even perhaps over 
its legality and potential lethal effects-seems inevitably to slip from your hands. 
We need not pause long on definition. By 'delegation' we mean the manager's giving a 
subordinate a task to do (either a one-time assignment or a continuing function), the 
responsibility and accountability for it, and the required authority including resources. 
Let's examine a model which, although necessarily over-simplified-as all models are-, 
conceptualizes the relationship of delegation to the other functions of the manager. 
Conceptual functions draw primarily on the manager's intellect and ability to concept-
ualize. Human relations functions involve the manager as a total personality including his 
attitudes, values, rapport with others and his interpersonal effectiveness. Unlike the 
conceptual and human relations functions which are managerial (i.e. they are performed to 
get work done through others), the technical functions are the non-managerial parts of the 
manager's total job and comprise his own performance of tasks similar in kind to his operating 
level submordinates. For example, the manager of a legal department, himself a lawyer, 
might spend considerable time himself doing such legal (non-managerial) work as case research 
and preparation of legal briefs. 
The cuTved lines, as they ascend through the model, change the proportional length of 
any horizontal line (for example, the dotted line corresponding in its vertical position to 
a 1st-level manager) in terms of how much of the line lies in the technical functions area as 
distinct from the areas representing managerial functions. For example, let any horizontal 
line the model represent 100% of a manager's time and effort on the job; then, cautioning that 
the 'quantities' used here do not imply any literal or exact values but merely suggest 
differences in proportions of time and effort, the dashed line suggests that the corresponding 
2nd-level manager is (or should be!) investing proportionally less time in techinca1 functions 
and more in his managerial functions than the 1st-level manager (dotted line). That is, 
the 2nd-level manager is-or should be-delegating more than the 1st-level manager. 
Thus, the model 'visualizes' the manager's delegation function and invites-or forces-his 
explicit evaluation of his use of his own time; specifically, evaluation of the proportions 
of hims time spent in technical rather than managerial tasks and which of these he should be 
delegating rather than doing himself. Any manager, using this or a similar model, can profit 
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much by periodic reviews of the 'investment' of his time-and his return on it. Ironically, 
many managers, who review and revise decisions concerning their financial investments monthly 
or even daily, seldom if ever do the same with that absolutely unrecoverable asset: their 
time. 
The model is particularly applicable to the newly-appointed manager. A common and un-
fortunate phenomenon is organizations is the technically or professionally trained practition-
er of a demanding skill (an engineer or accountant, for example) who fails when promoted to a 
manager's job-which is utterly different in kind from his prior work. Often the reason for 
failure is that the manager continues to spend his time working as an operator, rather than 
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The above model can aid a manager is discovering functions which he is not-but should be-
delegating. However, more basically, he must identify why he is not delegating and begin to 
eradicate or otherwise confront the causes of his non-delegation. Although space prohibits 
any detailed discussion of these causes, it should be useful at least to identify the princip-
al ones: 
'Belief that the only way to get a job done right is to do it yourself. 
'Personal enjoyment of the techincal functions and/or anversion to the managerial. 
'Fear of failure and unwillingness to take even moderate and calculated risks. 
'Sense of security derived from performing within one's technical area of expertise. 
'The feeling that it takes more time to explain the task than to do it yourself. 
'Fear that a competent subordinate, if given the opportunity, might overtake. outperform 
and supplant a manager who delegates too much. 
'A certain 'ego fulfillment' in being indispensable in the technical area. 
'Daily pattern of 'crises' depriving the manager of the time to prepare subordinates for 
delegations-so he does it himself (along with handling the crises). 
'Lack of understanding of the delegation process and how to do it. 
'A feeling that a leader should be able to do-and do-anything he asks his subordinates 
to do. 
'The burning memory of past failures, reflecting harshly on the manager, when he did 
delegate a task. 
Apart from the problems arising from a manager's habit of non-delegation, typical problems 
which often begin to descend upon him when he does delegate are: 
'Critical deadlines are missed. 
'A subordinate is over-ambitious, unaware of his limitations. and seeks tasks which prove, 
too late, beyond his capability. 
'A subordinate, working on a task with an indefinite or distant deadline. is unaware that 
his work is deficient and leading to ultimate failure. 
'A subordinate quite competent to perform a task fails to do so for reasons. discovered 
too late. involving flaws of character, degrees of human dependability. trustworthiness and 
personal ethics. 
'Manager delegates a task which should not be delegated at all. 
'A subordinate with distant deadlines senses his inability to perform and 'hides' his 
failures within the bureaucracy. 
--
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'Goals or operating parameters of the delegation, which the manager and the subordinate 
both thought were clearly understood, prove to have been misunderstood. 
'Subordinate accomplishes the task but inefficiently, at an excessive cost or in ways 
which disrupt relationships with other departments, customers or other publics. 
'Subordinate abuses authority delegated as, for example, using information newly accessib~ 
to him for 'political' or other self-serving needs. 
The Elements of Proper Delegation 
Delegating, when done properly, is a highly complex managerial process and involves a 
number of essential elements including both conceptual and human relations skills. These 
elements are outlined below in logical stages. Again, we are dealing with an idealized model 
and the clearly implied rationale for each stage is more important than the order or manner 
in which each is achieved. 
1. Analyze the task to be delegated into its natural parts. Typically, a manager, about 
to delegate a task, has himself performed it in the past-or had direct experience with it-to 
a point where his familiarity with it renders it almost instinctive and simple to him. He 
must, therefore, analyze and again conceptualize the task, and its parts, in order to determine 
what knowledge and skills are required, to who to delegate, what authorities must be delegated 
with the task and the appropriateness of delegating them, the extent and kind of training the 
subordinate will need, and the proper positioning of control and progress points to monitor 
the delegation. 
For example, a manager planning to delegate the preparation of a monthly report might find, 
upon analysis, that the report involves a number of very different parts such as securing 
information departments, evaluating it for accuracy, selecting what information will ultimate-
ly be used, organizing it for logical presentation, writing the report in an interesting 
as well as clear manner (so that it is both read and understood), and managing its production 
and distribution. The manager, very familiar with the task, has long ceased to think of-or 
even note-these parts as such. And yet, upon analysis, it is obvious that the various parts 
of the report preparation require a wide diversity of skills. If the task is delegated to 
one individual, he will need to have-or be trained in-all these skills. Unless the manager 
analyzes in his own mind the total report process (before he delegates), the delegation is 
doomed from the start to be vague, unorganized in its presentation, oblivious to a host of 
potential problem points and the necessity to provide for them, and poorly understood by the 
subordinate. 
2. PLAN the delegation. Of essence here is that the manager think of a delegation as a 
task itself to be planned if expected results are to happen. 
3. Select the delgatee(s), Managers often select the person(s) to whom they delegate 
casually without task analysis or planning. No explicit attention is given to the skills 
required for the task as compared with the skills available in subordinates. Thus a manager 
might delegate the preparation of a report in toto to someone who, although strong in 
organizing ability, lacks sufficient human relations skills to secure the needed cooperation 
of the departments which are the sources of the information. This stage of delegation there-
fore demands that a manager has taken the time and interest to 'get to know' his people and 
analyze them in terms of their strengths, limitations and development needs. 
4. Communicate the delegation to the delegatee. The goal of this stage is that the 
subordinate emerge with a clear and adqquate understanding of the delegation. This appears 
axiomatic and routine; the manager merely tells the subordinate what he is to do. But, how 
well this stage (often involving many meetings) is accomplished lies at the root of ultimate 
success or failure. For, what is required is nothing less than the manager's total 
communication ability, including, especially, his ability to avoid any communication breakdown 
and misunderstanding. Like the good chess player, he must anticipate and identify likely 
~ communication problems. To be specific, nine of the most common problems (identified in a 
recent survey of managers) are: 
'Differences betweens communicators in background, experience or attitudes. 
'Tenedency to stereotype others. 
'Symbols and words having different meanings for different people, 
'Different general and/or technical vocabularies. 
'Unawareness of the effects of non-verbal communication. 
'One-way-only communication. 
'Narrow and rigid viewpoints (the 'closed mind'). 
'Inference proneness ('jumping to conclusions'). 
'Distractions. 
One absolute must, as a manager communicates a delegation, is that he creat an open two-
way communication process providing for a maximum 'feedback'. Only in this way can the 
-4-
manager and subordinate test each other's understandings, gradually refine them and achieve 
ultimately a clear mutual understanding. 
Moreover, the reasons for, and the importance of, the task being delegated should also be 
communicated. A subordinate who understands the 'why' behind a task usually understands the 
task itself more comprehensively-and, obviously, is more highly motivated to accomplish it. 
s. Inform all parties concerned. When a delegation is considered, as it should be, from 
a 'systems approach' viewpoint, the delegation is seen to impact upon many other persons and 
organizational units-it is not a relationship between the manager and subordinate only. The 
delegation will invariably create a multitude of new relationships between the subordinate 
and others who formerly collaborated with his manager. These 'others' should be promptly 
informed of and properly prepared for the new relationships; otherwise, many surprises await 
all parties concerned-most of them unpleasant and disruptive. 
6. Coach, train and help the delegatee. An often fatal flaw is delegation is a manger's 
assumption that he can delegate a task and then, the task removed from his desk, detach him-
self from it and the subordinate handling it. In most cases, if the subordinate is to succee~ 
the very opposite of this assumption holds true; the subordinate will need specific kinds of 
help at specific times-and ready access to the manager for this help. This is why delegating, 
as an initial investment of time, does indeed take more time than 'doing it yourself.' In 
short, delegation is usually a gradual process (not a single completed act). It imposes upon 
the manager a 'helping' role, at least for a period of time while the subordinate is learning 
and the manager teaching, until the subordinate masters the task. Too often this stage is 
short-circuited or done only superficially. The subordinate is thus left 'flying blind' and 
fails. 
7. Delegate proper DEGREES of authority-and gradually. This stage can be viewed as a 
specific part of the previous stage. There are many degrees between the poles of delegating 
no authority and delegating complete authority. Some of these degrees (one can easily add 
others) are: 
. 'Blank check' authority delegated, in which the subordinate is given virtually free rein 
in his decision-making. 
·Authority to act delegated but with the requirement of prompt reporting following 
decisions (to provide opportunity for remedial action in case of errors). 
·Authority to act only after prior approval of the manager. 
The degree of authority delegated to the subordinate corresponds (inversely) to the degree of 
control desired by the manager; the higher the degree of control desired, the lower the degree 
of authority delegated will be; and, reversely, the higher the degree of authority given a 
subordinate (intentionally or unintentionally), the less control the manager retains over 
ultimate results-including unwanted side-effects. Clearly, in the early phases of a delegat-
ion, when the subordinate is learning the task, the degree of authority delegated should be 
low-and increased only gradually as the subordinate approaches mastery of the task. Other-
wise, he will typically be swamped with responsibility and authority beyond his capabilities. 
The subordinate's failure will just as typically be blamed on him when such failure is 
usually the manager's failure to delegate properly. 
8. Establish controls and monitor progress of the delegation. Controlling is esentially 
a comparison of actual performance with set standards, followed by corrective action to meet-
or revise-the standards. Such standards should be set in sequence as progress points to be 
monitored and discussed with the subordinate at periodic intervals, frequency being deter-
mined by the degree of control desired and the appropriate degree of authority delegated. 
9. Implement the delegation. 
CONCLUSION 
-
Upon analysis, delegation emerges as a difficult, indispensable and very complex manageriru ~ 
function. A manager must understand its elements and be willing to invest the time to 
provide for them-or invite failure. Even at best, some percentage of failure in delegation, 
as in decision-making, imposes by its very nature a life of calculated-and controlled-risk . 
But, the alternative, not to delegate, assures managerial failure or, at the least, mediocrity. 
Let it be noted, finally, that, even with meticuluous attention to the elements of 
delegation, the kind of continuing personal relationship between a manager and his subordinates 
constitutes a critical ingredient for success. Delegation involves a personal human relation-
ship between a manager and his subordinate-and, thus, presupposes a satisfactory degree of 
such intangible qualities as mutual respect, trust, honesty, openness of communication, 
understanding, supportiveness and team-work." 
